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TO WILL AND GRANT 


SEPTEMBER 


Tie heard that athletes are born with special 
genes that make them good at sports. Well, 
whatever those genes are, T guess T was born 
WITHOUT them. 


Mom's always saying that everyone whos part of 

a team has an important role to play. But when - 

it comes to sports, it seems like my job is +o 

make everybody ELSE look good. 
BA 


n ny life, Tn 
gonna grow up to become a professional athlete. — 
S 7 3 Efi . | " 


The thing is, T used to actually LIKE sports. 
Bl iiu 
still FUN. The first sport T ever played was 
soccer. T didnt know the rules, but neither did 
ahy of the other kids. So most of the time it was 


Me A M d 
Wherever the ball went, we all chased after it. 
Every once in a while the ball would pop out of the 
pack and go in someone's goal, then EVERYONE 
would celebrate. 


Nobody kept score, so you never knew who was 


The referees were middle-school kids, and they 
didnt really pay attention to the game, either. 


Tn fact, the refs didnt even blow their whistles 
when the ball went out of bounds. So half the 

time wed be playing on the wrong field and didnt 
KNOW it. 


wouldnt even wait for the game to be OVER +o 
treat ourselves. 


SNACK SHACK 
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The coaches were hice and made sure ever 
nl uu 


Back then, T was SURE. T. was gonna grow up 


to be a professional soccer player. T even kept 
E uu E oe at 


But when we got to kindergarten, everything 
CHANGED. The refs started using their 
whistles, and they didn’t let us do the kinds of 


That season, the refs blew their whistles almost 


every time T. touched the ball. So when T was in 
the game, Ld stand in the corner of the field 


XX V 
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Tts not like T. was getting a lot of playing time 

The coach only put in 
the kids who were GOOD, and the rest of us sat 
on the bench. 


was saving me for a iene 


NANI N TAN 
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Even the snack shack wasnt fun that year. Some 
junk food, so they replaced the slushies and other 
i M 
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But the slushie sales from the snack shack paid 


for the field upkeep. So that year the parks 
department could only afford to mow the grass 


After a bunch of kids got ticks from playing 
soccer in the long grass, they decided to end the 


because T +hink Dad was hoping Td be a star 


athlete. Whenever he'd go to the library, hed 


always come home with a stack of sports books. 


Todd 
Friedrich 


PIL 
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Saree to victor HERUM TP 
iie like that, and TIl bet : 

kids ovt there just like me. ae 
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So one of these som should write a book 
"RICE P 


Its not like T ve got anything against sports. 
T like them just fine, as long as Tm not the one 
PLAYING. Tn fact, this summer T watched the 
Olympics on TV pretty much nonstop. 

T+ was Moms idea for us to watch the games as a 
family. She that these everyone's in their 
think a little togetherness goes a long way. 
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Mom she loves the Olympics because show. 
cadi PURUS 
But T like watching for the BLOOPERS. 


Tin just glad it's somebody ELSE out there and 


not ME. Because Tm sure Td be nervous if L 
home. And when you mess vp in the Olympics, — 


But if T. just spent four years of my life training 


sure Td have trouble smiling for the cameras. 


| FOOT FAULT | 


| DISQURLIFIED, 
I c] 


Thats why Td do one of those sports where 
youre part of a TEAM. Because then, when you 
screw up, it's harder for people +o tell. 


Tn fact, if T. was in the Olympics, Td be in 
one. of those events where a HORSE is involved. 


i goes wrong, at least 
youd have someone +o BLAME. 


THINGS WERE GOING 


UNTIL 
THUNDERBOLT HERE 
SCREWED UP! 


But now that T think about it, thats probably the 


ow! 
oe 
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Even though we watched a lot of Olympics coverage, 
T still dont understand the way everything works. 


For one thing, T don’t see why they only hand 
out medals +o the athletes who take the top three 
spots in a competition. T+ seems to me like they 
per ee mu DM maa 


goes home with a 
PLACET ALUMINUM MEDAL 


like theres a pretty ee step down between silver. — 
and bronze. 
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At least gold and silver are WORTH something. 
But if won a bronze medal, be to 
get a sree ii iii 
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ABSOLUTELY 
hes NO REFUNDS 


is right after you WIN it. So if T got one, Td 
of the TV audience and 


THIS DAZZLING 
MEDAL CAN BE YOURS 
TO-OWN! SERIOUS 
OFFERS ONLY! 


During the medal have the +op 
three athletes a and then they 
play the gold medalists national anthem and make 
the other two athletes stand there and listen. 
But if T took silver or bronze, Td pop in some 
earbuds so T could jam to my own tunes. 


One of Moms favorite things about the Olympics 


is when they tell the life stories of the athletes 


inspiring, because a lot of these athletes had +o 
overcome tough challenges +o get where they are. 
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But if T ever made it to the Olympics, my story 
| I +} . . . 


Mam keeps telling me that one day T. could be 
si gs cease E ‘Olympic 


LATE for me. 


For most sports, you have to start 


nly 
wanna good. So even if T. got 
pana pe yb tnd Dat 


half my age. 
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The heard that in some countries they identify 
kids with potential SUPER early, and then they. 
send them off to these elite academies to train _ 
around the clock. 


Il really dont think theres any hope for me af 
ncn an jn But 
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Tm not an expert on this stuff or anything, but 
from what Tve seen, the kid looks like he's got 


POTENTIAL. 


S 
a person like me. Because i 
it would be pretty cool +o 
A eg seal 
nr SENE 
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And even when your Olympic career is over, you 
can still make a fortune doing 


signing stuff. 


But the real money's in advertising products on TV. 
And Td say yes to EVERYTHING as long as the 
money was good. 


NO CHALKY 
RESIDUE! 
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The best thing about being an athlete is is that you 
can retire YOUNG. And that would be great for 
a person like me, because there are lots of places 
recall cu. 


Ru id 
Because who knows? Maybe T could be a person 
everyone looks up to. 


T+ turns ovt Tm 
sooner than T THOUGHT. When we got 


patina Snel aftar sinet ese Ahere mers 


They have Field Day at my middle school every 
four years, and the last time they held it was 
when my brother Rodrick was my age. T remember 
him getting excited about the competition because — 
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Well, this year they've raised the stakes. Lf 
gets a day off from school. So that has everyone 


motivated +o WIN. 


MOST is Mrs. Bosh, my homeroom teacher. She's 


Well, T could use a day off from school, too. T 
don't want to let Mrs. Bosh or the rest of my 


team down, so Tm actually taking this competition 
pretty SERIOUSLY. 


The thing is, Tim not in the best shape right 
how. So unless T. do something 


about it, T wont 
be able to help us oh the big day. 


T told Dad T wanted to get in shape, and he 
WIR ps AGLI IU a: Wear a 


Tm not trying to be rude or 


But T figured anything would be better than 
what Te been doing for exercise, which is 
nothing. So after dinner T threw on some 


There was all sorts of fancy i 


equipment that T — 
couldnt wait o try ovt. But Dad said it was best 
to start off slow, and he took me to the area of 
the gym where he likes to work out. 
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When Dad showed me his exercise routine, T 


So T had to try and figure things out for 


MYSELF, and Tm still not a hundred 


sure T was using the equipment the right 


What T really wanted to do was try ovt some of 
dhe slaaenddis SCREENS anthem, lhe ths 


And even when T gave them a gentle reminder 
that it was time to let someone ELSE have a — 


YOU'RE TWENTY 
SECONDS OVER THE 
TIME L ? 
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While T. waited for one of -the machines to open up, 
L passed the time by watching television. But the 
TVs were all tuned +o some boring business show. 
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So T. found the remate and changed the channel 
4o something a little more INTERESTING. 


T. guess everyone doesn’t have the Same haste i 
entertainment as me, because some lady got off the. 
treadmill +o change the channel. But as soon as she 


2j s | = = 


CLICk 
Nr » 


There was a big screen on the front of the 
treadmill, and. you could choose between all these 


famous places to take your walk. 


PICK A 


CAMINO DE PACIFIC GREAT WALL 
OF CHINA 


SANTIAGO. CREST TRAIL 

EA RING 

So T spent a few minutes +rying +o decide where 
T wanted to GO. 


CHAMPS- 
ELYSEES 
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After T made my choice the treadmill started —— 
along the Great Wall of China. 


But T guess the Great Wall is STEEP, and T 
was having trouble keeping up. So after a while, T 
put feet on either side of the conveyor belt and. 
took i the sights the EASY way 


I realized T wasnt making the most of my time 
about it. But T didnt know what T should do 
NEXT, because T. was running out of options. 
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That's when T heard some weird noises coming from 
the other room, and T went to investigate. — 


"Lt turns ovt there was a whole different area of 


WW ou" 
} T AN — 


T wanted +o look like THESE guys, but T didnt 
know how to get started. And when T went 
around asking for advice, T found ovt that nobody 
was in the mood for chitchat. 


After a while, T realized the people in + 


ay 1 in | ^ at B li 
Twas on my OWN. And the first thing T had 
to decide was which muscles to start working on. 


T figured T should probably focus on arms and. 
chest, because those are the muscles "us make 
you look like youre in shape. 
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So T decided Td start with a few bicep curls and. 
told us 


T+ turns ovt T. didn't need to stress about it, 


because T couldn't even get any of the dumbbells 


T thought T might have better luck with the 
bench press, but T. couldnt budge the barbell, 


either. And T have to admit, T was getting a 


eee REINO CN 


doing. So T started taking the weights off the 
barbell to make it a little lighter. 
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But it turns ovt youre not supposed to take the 
parently people in the weight 


Vt? 
è 2 


room don't like loud noises. 
yz 


So T. guess that's the reason why they dont let 


kids in the gym. But it doesn't seem right that 
they kicked Dad ovt, too, because he really has 


Thursday 

Mom said that when it comes to getting in 
shape, exercise is only HALF -the picture. She said- 
nutrition is just as important, and shed be 

to teach me a few things about eating right if T 
really wanted to learn. 


T didnt feel like getting a lecture about food, 
but T jumped at the chance 4o go with her to the 
help pick out the food wed have in the pantry. 


Whenever Manny goes +o the store with Mom, he 
have all this random stuff in our cabinets. 


stuff that tastes awful, and she wont buy. 


any NEW shacks until we've eaten all the old ones. 


| Eee) EA 
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So lately T Ve been having my best friend, Rowley, 
over for “tasting parties” to help me clear space 
in the cabinets. 


When we got to the grocery store today, T split 
off from Mom, then loaded up the cart with a 
bunch of my favorites. Then T grabbed a few 


healthy items just 4o make Mom happy. 

But it turns ovt MY idea of health food isnt the. 
same as MOMS. When we met back up, she went 
over each item T picked ovt and explained why it 


Lee 


CUES 


She held up a bottle of fruit juice, which T. 


thought was a pretty solid choice on my part. 
But Mom said it was full of SUGAR, and there 
wasnt any nutritional value to it. T told Mom she. 
was wrong, because there was a picture of tons of 
different fruits right there on the bottle. 


H 


Then Mom showed me the label, and T. couldnt — 


Mom said that if you really want to know what's 


in the food you buy, you have to read the list of 
ingredients. And she told me the cans of Chef 
Marinara pasta T had in the cart were full of all 
sorts of CHEMICALS. 


But T knew Mom was wrong about THAT one, 
because Ive seen the Chef Marinara ads on — 
television that show him making his pasta by hand- 
in Old Thaly, 
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Mom showed me the small print on the back of the. 
can, which said the food was made in a factory in 

Detroit. She said Chef Marinara wash 

even a real person, and they just hired an actor 

for those T V ads. 


Well, that made me feel pretty stupid for 
dressing up as Chef Marinara in our Wax Figure 


Fz] CHEF. MARINARA | 
| mnr PES 
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Then T started +o wonder if Rotten Rudy was a 


because those Rotten Rudy TV ads 


She explained that sometimes packaged food — — 
. m young 
Lids tn wand dhe ornducts. And T. stink hes 
M ETC MAPA NECI 
TAE iT MURUS UE 
of Rock Candy Crunch cereal. 


puc: 


family, she checks the labels and doesnt 
anything with ingredients she can't pronounce. 
Then she said the best thing +o do is buy food 


with only ONE. ingredient, like fruits and 
vegetables. 
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Well, T. dont know if it's just my generation, but 
it's a little hard for a kid like me to eat something 


that isnt wrapped in cellophane or doesnt come in. 
in the ground, T'I bet T wouldnt TOUCH them. 


But if the people who sell fruits and vegetables — 
wanna get kids eating that stuff, they're gonna 
need to step up their advertising game. 


CARROT 
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Field Day is tomorrow, and things have really 


started to heat up at school. 


Mrs. Bosh has been making everyone in our 


homeroom get +o class a half hour early so we 


have extra time to put together our 
And shes been getting paranoid about what the 


OTHER classrooms are doing +o prepare. 


So today she sent Ledavian Mills up into the 


ceiling so he could spy on Mr. Drew's homeroom 


next door. But it turns ovt that ceiling tiles 


The homeroom Mrs. Bosh is most worried about 

is Mrs. E-pstein's, because shes got a bunch of 
athletes in her class. And one of the kids is Jesse 
Range, who stayed back in eighth grade TWICE 
just so he could compete in Field Day one more time. 


JESSE RANGE 
But the team Tm most nervous about is Mr. 
Ray's class, because that's the morning detention — 
homeroom. And on Field Day, Tm sure those guys. 
are gonna play DIRTY. 
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To make matters worse, we found out were going 
to be competing with GROWN-UPS in this 

thing. “The janitors went +o the vice principal and. 
said they wanted +o put tog D. 


| 
Jn. - 
T guess that's fair, but the bathrooms have been 


And now the lunch ladies are getting in on the 
act, so the cafeteria has basically turned into a 


the fastest girl in our school, Ava Hollis, +o 
Mrs. Joys class, and he got Thomas Scheff, whos 


All this trading has got Mrs. Bosh thinking about 
making some moves of her OWN. 
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recruit for OUR team. 


That's why it stung when Mrs. Bosh traded me 


ina pack of dry-erase markers to close the deal. 


St 


Thursday 

Yesterday was Field Day at school, and it started 
off with some controversy. Before the first bell, 
Mr. Ray gave Jesse Range detention just so he 


could steal Jesse for his team. 


So that meant Mr. Ray's team was 
STACKED, and the rest of us didn't stand a 
chance. 


Before Field Day kicked off, Mes. Epstein 


But T still couldn't figure ovt why she wanted me 
and those other two kids instead of Jesse Range. 
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T was only signed up for one event, which was 
the three-legged race. My partner was Madison 
Burke, who's about a foot taller than me, which 
badecthühas Lund at alias. 


Mrs. E-pstein's st She didnt trade for me 
because Tm FAST. She traded for me because Tm 
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Me and Madison took first place, and our team was 
off +o a good start. But we had a big setback a 
ankle in the sack race. T+ turns out the lunch 
ladies had left some POTATOES in a few of the 
sacks, and T'll be that wasnt an ACCIDENT. 


Marcello was supposed to run the fifty-yard dash 

next, and all the other kids on our team were in 
ieee ee 
was gonna have to fill in for him. 


T got second-to-last place because T. was still kind 
of banged up from the three-legged race. But T 
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The fastest T'e ever run was when T. got chased 
by Rodrick after he stepped in dog poop and T 
laughed at him. T guarantee you if someone had 
been timing me that day, T wouldve clocked in at 
CHEETAH speed. 


The only reason T didn't get last place in the 
i dash was because as soon as the race 
started, Jesse Range fell flat on his face. And 


ee 
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But it turns out he got paid to take a dive, and 
ho one wouldve found out if Vice Principal Roy 


hadn't caught him red-handed after the race 


The rest of Mr. Rays team was cheating, too, — 
| T 4 . 


Those kids had stored their water balloons in 
the cafeteria freezer, and the only reason they 
got CAUGHT is because George Ralston knocked 
Mikey Ardalla ovt cold with a bad throw in the 
balloon toss. . 


MOM A 

But then Mr. Chow's team had back-to-back 
victories in the water-bucket 

sponge toss, so then THEY took the lead. 
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The janitors’ team started moving up in the 


spot if Mr. Washington's arms hadn't given out 


The final event was the tug-of-war, and it came 

down to Mrs. Bosh's team versus the lunch ladies. — 
T thought Mrs. Bosh's team was gonna win 

for SURE, but the lunch ladies outlasted them 


thanks to a solid job of anchoring by Mrs. Frolley. 


When we got back to our classrooms after 
the competition, we were all bummed that the 
cafeteria ladies were the ones 4o win the day off 


heard the janitors were gonna have to fill in for 
them during lunch. 


But T guess the school knew it was going to be 


an ugly scene, so right before the last bell rang, 
Vice Principal Roy made an announcement that 
EVERYONE would be getting, Friday off. 


B- 
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But as soon as Mom found out about my day off, 
she filled it up with a bunch of appointments that 
dhl acm ipanstia TA 


Twas in a bad mood all day, but Mom was 
£T fun. So T told her the truth, which 
was that it totally STUNK. 


Mon said the reason T ve never 
experience with Sports is because T ve never been 
part of a team. 


60 


But T told her T was on a team for Field Day, 
and Tve been on a bunch of OTHER sports 


teams, +00. So T figured maybe shed just blocked. 
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But Mom said what shes talking about is being 
part of a REAL team where everyone has your 


back. She said some of her happiest times as a kid 


Mom said that what's great about being part of a 
team is that you learn how to work 
you cah use those skills for the rest of your life, 


especially in your JOB. 
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at work. 


Mom said she wants me to give team sports one 


more shot, and if it doesn't work ovt, she won't 
bug me about it anymore. So T told her Td think. 
ee ene 
a day or two. 

I dont understand why people get so wrapped up 
in sports, because it seems +o me there are more 
IMPORTANT things in life. 
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Lf you can throw a baseball at 100 miles per hour, 
youlll make millions of dollars and kids will have your 


poster on their wall. 


Te always wondered how sports got started in 
add oo ER 
differences without KILLING each other. So 


aides pus ies ak sparte asa mars 


But over time, sports EVOLVED, and nowadays - 
youve got team mascots and cheerleaders and — 
professional athletes. 
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Tie only been to one professional sports match in. 
Hin cdtlcBs t S 
Ka to watch a football game. "To be honest, 
Y dont remember much about the game itself, but - 
L do remember everything ELSE about that day. 


Dad didnt want +o spend money +o park near 
the stadium, so we ended up about a mile away in a 
pakay ads Ha Araki aut Ads AER gellari 


walk +o the stadium, T. knew T had to find a 
bathroom or T was gonna wet my pants. 
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Dad didnt want to stop at one of the porta- 
potties because the lines for those were +oo long. 
But T told him T didnt think T could make i+ all 
the way +o the stadium, so T begged him to let 


T had to wait twent minutes in line, and finally 


it was my turn. But T wished Dad had given me 
a little advance warning about what those things 


aun 


Tt was a smart move making that pit stop, 
there was ANOTHER long line for 


waiting to get in. 


ee And it tool 
forever to sort THAT ovt. 


RN 
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T dont know even bother +o have seats, 
Vida [ING in 
And most of the people in our section were too big. 


rs 
M a v > Ps dg 
Arv, sut Je As 


Rene up 
the game to tell me what was going, oh. 


I realized T could see the game i£ T 
just watched it on the Jumbotron, which is this 
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T knew there was no chance of me winning Fan of 
the Game if T was behind a bunch of people. So 
during a time-out, T stepped into the aisle and 
really hammed it up for the cameras. 


A 


T spent my money on popcorn and one of those 
giant foam fingers. But when T turned +o walk 


from the souvenir stand, there was a loud 


shoot off a CANNON. But T. wished Dad had 


thought we were in DANGER. 


After T was sure the coast was clear, T went to 
find Dad. But T couldnt remember which section 
we were. sitting in, and Dad was the one who had 
our tickets. 


T started +o panic, because there were 80,000 
people in that stadium, and everyone looked the 
fans were too distracted +o help some lost kid. 


SECTION 505 


concourse and brought me. to the Child Finder 


Station. 
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They asked me a few questions about who T. was and- 
where T last saw my father, but by then T was so 


shook up T could barely even remember my own nane. 


X 


The next thing T knew, T had a camera in my 


please come 
to the Child 
Finder Station 


Then T realized this was my chance to win Fan of 
the Game, so T made the most of my opportunity. 


T 


Finder Station 
in Concourse B 


The good news was that our team won in the last 
second. The bad news was that Dad didn't get +o 
see it because he had to come get ME. And believe 
it or not, T DID win Fan of the Game, and we 
got two free tickets to the NEXT match. 


But T dont remember going to another game after 
that, so T +think Dad mustve taken Rodrick. 


What really stuck with me about that day was how. 
they tried to keep things entertaining for the 
fans. And T +think our church could learn a few 
lessons from the professional sports experience. — 
First of all, when they introduce the priest and 
altar servers, they should dim the lights and play 
some loud music. Because that would get everyone 
HYPED. 


AND NOW... ALL. THE WAY 
FROM ST. MARY'S. SEMINARY 
IN BALTIMORE... 


W^ 


Another thing they could do is have a mascot to 
make the service more fun for little kids. 
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Sometimes you need to break things up to keep 


pee 
show. And there's all of crazy stuff you 


could do for entertainment. 


But the biggest upgrade to the church experience - 
would be if they added a JUMBOTRON. For 
starters, it would help the people in the back feel 
like they were closer to the action. 


: || im 
They could even have a random drawing to let 


people who came in late get a seat up FRONT. 


Last week's 
donation: 


$2.00 


The got a bunch of OTHER suggestions, and T 
took the time to write them down. But T 
guess the. people who run our church must be 


T tried to tell her that in twenty regular 
pore MEME LATER JU 
But T guess shes too old to get excited about 
what things are gonna be like in the future. 


One of the reasons T haven't decided on what 
sport to play is because Tm not really that 


T Ve been racking my brain trying to remember a 
time when T did something athletic to help figure 
out which sport is right for me. 


And all T. can think of was the time at lunch 
when T landed a balled-up napkin in Justin 


When L made that shot, the whole cafeteria went 


NUTS. And Tnm pretty sure its the biggest 
athletic achievement of my life. 
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FROM THIS SPOT 
reg Heffle 
TOSSED A NAPKIN INTO A GLASS 


ON A MOVING TRAY FROM A 
DISTANCE OF 


25 FEET 


For the rest of the year, kids tried to re-create 


my shot. And that turned the lunch period into a 
NIGHTMARE. 


T thought my napkin shot proved T had some 
for the basketball team. 


Well, that got her all excited, because she said 

when she was my age, and 
her team was really GOOD. "Then she said maybe 
basketball skills run in our family. 


Mom said her team made it all the way +o the 
state finals one year. But when T asked her what 
happened in the championship game, she said it 


Mom said what mattered was that Id be a part 
of a TEAM. Then she went +o her computer +o 


figure out how +o sign me up +o play. 


Tuas aal Mas ua scd dhat T decided aca 


sport, but there was actually ANOTHER reason 


T heard some kids talking about tryouts at school 


Lm sure there will be a lot of kids trying out next 


of making it. 


back with this sports stuff. 
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When T. got to the gym for 

tonight, T counted twenty-eight kids. That 
teams, and everyone else would get cut. So T liked 
my odds. 


Plus, most of the kids looked WAY better than 
me. A lot of these guys have been playing since 
kindergarten, and they could dribble between their 
legs and do other crazy stuff with the ball. 


was when we did a basketball unit in Phys Ed last. 


year. And that only lasted two days. 
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On top of that, the school’s only basketball was 
deflated, and the Phys Ed teacher couldnt find 
the needle that went with the pump. So we had to 


use_balloons instead. 


T was same T could end up making one of the 
then Td have 4o 

whole season. So T thought about actually doing - 

badly on PURPOSE, just in case. 
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handed 
and they " 
7 is Ve never 
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front 
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things 
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with a NO UNUM NIE NE 
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SCRIBBLE 


[oc © 
BOUNCE BOUNCE 


So T tried +o stay behind the guys with the 
clipboards, and the other kids who stunk started 
a a in 


Every once in a while Td dribble five or six times in. 
a row, and of course no one was watching THEN. 
But Mom made. sure to let the guys with the 
clipboards know when T was doing, well. 

NUMBER EIGHT 


HASN'T-DRIBBEED-OFF 
HIS SHOE IN A WHILE! 


After we dribbled with our right hands for a few 
minutes, the guy in charge of our group said it was. 
time to switch o ou LEFT hands. T. thought he 


T guess some people can do things with both 
hands, but not me. Tn fact, my left hand is 
practically USELESS. 

One time T. sprained my right wrist and T had 
baal ay 6 ae 
T think T wouldve done better if Td held the 
pencil in my MOUTH. 
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syne YEW, 
| Ay 
Once we finished with our dribbling drills, we 
switched to free throws. And T really wished 
T hadnt learned to shoot a basketball with a — 
BALLOON, because T. totally misjudged how much 
effort T. needed to put into my shot. 


n 


T think Mom could see T wasn't doing so great, 
so whenever one of the 
her, shed snitch on the OTHER kids who were 


struggling. 


By the end of the night, it was obvious 
ON EOE URC 
I guess they needed to decide which kid was gonna 
get the final spot, because they made the bottom 
nine kids duke it out in a scrimmage. And all T can 
say is it wasnt PRETTY. 


DO e e 
CIB PE AN 
Ke ] ik u 
N^TY \ 
M o> & 


not exactly holding my BREATH. 


When T. got home from school yesterday, my plan 
was to relax and take a nap. So T was pretty 


T was confused, because T- knew for SURE T 


didnt make either of the basketball teams. But 
Mom said she heard from one of the coaches who 
said T DID. Then she showed me the e-mail to 
prove it. 


Lt was from Mr. Patel, Preet Patel’s father. 


Preets one of the best athletes in our grade, and - 
year, Preet totally DOMINATED. 


q4 


Team as a kid like THAT. But Mom said the 


and thats why T made the cut. 


when T. thaught back a the night before, T 


couldnt remember Preet actually i tryouts. 
SS EM 


At school today, Jabari Bruce told me what 
happened. Preet missed tryouts because he had to 
go to his uncle's funeral, and +the rule was that if 


you skipped tryouts, you couldn't be on a team. 
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all the kids who got cut, just so his son could play 
this season. 


Well, T wasn’t happy 4o hear THAT. T. thought 
T was off the hook for basketball, and now all 
of a sudden (T. was on an actual team. And T 
this, either. 


Our first practice was tonight at the 
ene sneer ke eae mae N, 
for the first time, T'll bet he had second thoughts. 


about taking this on. 


were the kids who were in that last 
Scrimmage at tryouts, and 
them from school. Jabari Bruce and Tommy Chu were 
part of that trade deal with me on Field Day. 


Then there was Darren and Marcus Woodley, who 
might actually be decent athletes if they werent 
always trying to KILL each other. 


MARCUS 
WOODLEY 


We also had Edward Mealy, who hasn't said a 
word since second grade, and Kevin Pomodoro, 
who nobody can understand when he's wearing his 


| 
NS ( A 
CARRS GC KEVIN 
EDWARD Na. 
MALE i Peso POMODORO 
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T guess its always good Xo have a little height on 
team, so were lucky +o have Yusef 
Meskin. But Yusef likes +o scoop up kids who are 
my size and put them in “The Cave.” 
YUSEF 
MESKIN 


c 
T+'s also good to have a little TOUGHNESS, 
and that's where Ruby Bird comes in. And 

the reason she's on a boys team is because she 
at the GIRLS’ 


Anyway, Y wouldnt have blamed Preet or his dad 
for walking out as soon as they got a good look at 
us. But Mr. Patel gathered the team around him so 
he could give a SPEECH. 


Me ee ee ee ee 
else in the league. And he said we were 
gonna learn +o play the RIGHT way, starting 


ye 
NEM emi i vum 
Py S AW- e "ERN. fa 
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mà. 4 QUÀ | 
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I figured that if this was the guy who taught 
Preet how to play, maybe he could teach the 
REST of us, too. 


Tommy Chu raised his hand and asked how come we 
were meeting in the elementary School cafetorium _ 
instead of the GYM. 
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Mr. Patel explained that the two other teams 
booked all the gym time for the season, so we were. 
gonna have to make do with the LEFTOVERS. 


when we "rcu 


Mr. Patel said that we were gonna start with +he 
fundamentals and work up to shooting later on. 


We did some dribbling drills, and then moved on 
to passing. But with all the tables set up in the 
cafetorium, there wasnt a lot of room to move 
around. So half of us had +o go on the stage, 
END ra 


Even though we were trying our hardest, Mr. 

things up more quickly. And every time one of us 
made a mistake, hed make us run wind sprints +o 
the other side of the cafetorium. 0 


But that just made us tired, so we made even 
MORE mistakes. And after a while, everyone 
except Preet was ing sprints. 


10i 


And. T. doubt the track coach forces bis team to 
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When T got in the car after practice, Mom wanted 
+o hear all about it. T told her how our team was 
basically just Preet and a bunch of scrubs, so we —— 
werent gonha be any good this season. 


But Mom said Td probably get a lot of playing time 
kid dreams about hitting the big shot +o win the 
game. for their team, but there's a FLIP side. And. 
that's being the person who blows it. 


There's a in my town named Anthony Grow, 
oe NM a 
empty net and lost a game against Slacksville, — 


"s. 


Man 
And now he cant go anywhere without people 
reminding him about it. 


TCI was Anthony, Td just move to Slacksville, 


because over there hes a HERO. 


‘The Misa’ 


T made the mistake of telling Mom how T was 


worried about messing up like Anthony Grow, 
and she told me a story that made me feel even 


Mom had been the backup point guard on her 


middle-school basketball team, and in +he 


ip game, the regular point guard got 


HURT. So with the score tied in the fourth 


quarter, Mom had 4o go in and take her place. 
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Mom said she actually did pretty well, but with 
the clock winding down she got double-teamed. So 
she had to heave the ball up at the buzzer, and 
her shot came up short. 


it happened because it 
oo 


better person. But Td be willing 4o bet Mom's 
teammates just wished she hadn+ CHOKED. 
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decided on basketball as my sport, because the 
schedule is BRUTAL. 


Se E E E TE 
af all that, Tm supposed to keep up with my 
school the next day. 


T+'s hard ENOUGH getting sleep with all the 
racket outside my window every night. And that's 


When T. made the basketball team, Mom went out 
and bought a backboard and hoop for above the —. 
garage. T. guess she was hoping T. could put up 

extra shots on the nights T didnt have practice. 


But T haven't taken a single shot on that thing, 


barueri 


Ever since they took down the outdoor hoops 
where kids can play. So now come to our 
house, and Dad has to park down the street 
when he gets home from work. 


Dad told Mom he wanted +o take the hoop down, 


I guess Ll wouldnt have minded +oo much, either, 
don't know when to STOP. 
Anus beadins dncbeddusdbectio bis 
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Lately, Moms been +ryi to give them a hint 
that is ine an gn hone by deking the ight 
above the garage on and off. But T guess 
teenagers aren't real good at taking hints, 
because they just keep right on playing. 


So a few nights ago, Mom turned the lights off 
when it got dark outside. But those guys were 


PREPARED, and they set up a generator and 


Last night, Dad reached his breaking point and 
minutes later. 


T thought that would be the end of it, but it 


turns out cops like basketball, too. 


from using the hoop. But T. 
first time theres nobody ovt there, were taking 
that thing down. 


Mil 


Another reason Le been so tired lately is because 
our practices have been starting at 9:30 p.m. Weve. 
been using the elementary school „but we have 
A E i min 
THETR practices before we can start ours. 


On our first night at the gym, Mr. Patel forgot 
his bag of basketballs and had +o go home to get 
it. And while he was gone, Darren Woodley noticed 
the Phys Ed closet was open, so we went inside. 
There was all SORTS of fun equipment in there, 
like pogo sticks and Hula-Hoops and even a giant 


7 O 
ə 
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T+ had been a long time since any of us had 
with that stuff, and all of a sudden we 
were like little kids again. 


We even made up a whole new game that used 


those square four-wheeled scooters and some giant- 


balls, he shut our game down. 


Mr, Patel told us we were there to play basketball, - 
not +o goof around. Then he made us put 
everything back in the closet where we found it. 


Tre read that basketball started off with a bunch 
of guys horsing around with a leather soccer ball 
and a peach basket, and now it's popular all over 
the WORLD. But if their coach had been anything 
like Mr. Patel, it probably never wouldve happened. - 


And Tl bet Mr. Patel’s gonna feel pretty dumb 


gzip aa 


Quem 
orici 
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Once we finished putting all the equipment back in 
the closet, Mr. Patel lined us up at the foul line 
to practice free throws. And even after he showed. 
us the right way to shoot, most of us couldnt get 
the hang of it. 


After missing a bunch of times in a row, T. was 

i So T shot the ball 
BACKWARD, just for kicks. And believe it or 
not, it went IN. 
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were pretty impressed, and after 


But Mr. Patel shut THAT down, too. 


He said we were never gonna improve until we 
tried to explain that T was better at shooting 
backward than forward, and maybe the way he 
was teaching us was all wrong. 


But T guess Mr. Patel thought T was being a 
smart aleck, so he made me run wind sprints until 


the end of practice. 


118 


On the first few nights we just worked on stuff 


beginning of last night's practice, Mr. Patel said 


One of +he guys walked up to Mr. Patel and. sid 


to get off the court because 
the Men's League had the gym booked at 1:30 
hight. 
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But Mr. Patel said that we had the gym until 
department that afternoon. 


Things started to get a little HEATED, but then 
Mr. Patel came up with a solution. He said we could. 
i i and whoever won 


could have the court. 


T was a little nervous about playing a group of 
grown men. But these guys didn't look like 
were in the best shape, and T thought we might 


warm up. L thought they were getting cold feet 
and were just STALLING. 
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TC ONE uu 
we were oh our to an easy win. But it was all 
downhill after that. 


Those Mens League might not have been 
super athletic, but they knew how ta PLAY. And 


T+ was all stuff that only grown-ups would. 
say, but ually worked. And the more they 
talked, the more we struggled. 


122. 


YOU REACH, 
I TEACH! 


TM BREAKIN’ 
ANKLES OUT HERE! : 


was PREET. And T. could tell he really wanted +o 
stick it +o these guys. 


But they had figured ovt that Preet was our only 


were all over him. 


At one point, Preet stole the ball and sprinted to 
the other end of the court for what should've been 
an easy layup. T. think Preet wanted to make a 
statement, because he decided to DUNK it. 


We were all pretty excited to see Preet throw it 
down. But T guess he needs to grow a few more 
inches before hes ready for that. 
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Preet landed awkwardly 
though the game wasnt officially over, T. think 
the Men's League saw it as a WIN. 


Tit tums ovt Pract BROKE his ankle, and he 


the rest of us, because without him were toast. 


Tts even worse news for Mr. Patel, because now he's 
stuck coaching this team for the rest of the season. 


And Tm sure hed rather be spending his free time 
watching TV or learning +o juggle. 


a speech. He said injuries are a part of the game, 
and the rest of us were gonna have to step up. 
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Then he ran us through some plays that were 
supposed to make it easy to score. We started 
with five on three, but nobody could make a 
basket. So we went to five on two, and then five 
on one, and we STILL couldn't score. 


We finally hit a shot when it was five on ZERO, 
but the play didn't go the way Mr. Patel drew it 
up. So if we actually score in our first game this 
weekend, its gonna be by blind LUCK. 


At the end of practice, Mr. Patel said he had a 


cy Ue Serer nT A 


and T. recognized the SMELL, too. Mr. Patel 
that there wasn't enough time to get 
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But there was something DIFFERENT about 
the jerseys, because now there was a logo 
tinted an the hack, 


Mr. Patel told us that every team has a sponsor 

sponsor for the season was Marconis Sub Shop. T 

guess it was tough finding a good sponsor, because 

Tm pretty sure Marconis is still closed for health. 
yf 
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Satur: 
Today was our first game of the season, and it 
was at the elementary school gym. Coach Patel 
asked everyone +o get there a half hour early so 


Mr. Patel showed us a few new plays he designed, - 
which looked like they mustve taken all night 

to draw up. T just hoped the other guys on 
were supposed to mean, because it was complete 
gibberish to ME. 
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While we were going over the plays, the stands 
started filling up. T was nervous to play in front 
of a crowd, but it turns ovt T. didn't need to 

about it. Because when Coach Patel put in 
his starting lineup, T wasn't in it. 


Things got off +o a rocky start when Franklin 
won the opening tip-off and took it all the way 
down +o the other end for a layup. And that set 


the tone for the rest of the game. 


looking up. But Kevin was basically playing 


Our team was trying its best to follow Coach 
Patel’s new plays, but T don't i 

who was an X and who was an O, so it was just 
pure confusion out there. 


SCRATCH 
SCRATCH 


was OUR fault. And T just acted like T was 


Coach Patel started subbing kids ovt of the game, 
and T was getting worried he was 
in. So T moved to the end of the bench and just 


Even though the elementary school gym is our 
home court, its not like we have a home court 
ADVANTAGE. First of all, the gym i is about 
seventy years old, and there are all sorts of dead. 
spots on +the floor. So even when someone on our 


e ues 


end. vp losing 4heir 


Plus, 4heres bubble gum and other crud caked on 
the floor. And on a fast break, Jabari Bruce 
actually lost a shoe running down the court. 
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On top of that, the doors to the restrooms are 


close to the baseline. And in the first quarter, 
there was a line for the ladies room. 


E ve 


To make matters worse, the guys who used the 
mens taam kept leaving the door apen. And at 

threw a bad pass and +he ball 
landed in the URINAL. 


" 
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One of the refs washed the ball off in the sink 
and then dried it with some paper towels. T don't 


Believe it or not, m 

handful of buckets. But when the buzzer went 
off, the score was 38—6. T was just glad that 
Coach Patel didnt put me in, because if he had, T 


Tve played enough sports to know that when the 
game's over, youre supposed to shake hands with 
These at yas el ge 
that's exactly what T DID. 


HALFTIME, because maybe then T wouldnt have 
made. such a fool of myself. 


Coach Patel told us to meet in the locker room so 
we could get ready for the second half. But the 
elementary school didn't HAVE a locker room, so 
we had +o settle for the men's bathroom. And 


unfortunately it was occupied, so we didnt even 
have it all to ourselves. 


But that didn't stop Coach Patel from launching - 
into his halftime speech as soon as he stepped in 
was making us listen to a speech at halftime. — 
Because if you ask me, T think halftime should 

be a VACATION from the game. 
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But Coach Patel started by going over sata ais ng 
we were doing wrong, NIE 
needed to make in the second half i£ we wanted 


To wih. 


Then he 4old us a story about this group of 
Scottish warriors from a long time ago. He said 
their enemies and were 


totally outnumbered, but they won the battle by 
== 


He said if we followed the game plan, maybe WE 
could get a victory, too. And T have to admit, it 
was a pretty good speech, because by the time we. 
left that bathroom we were ready to go to WAR. 


yen KYA 
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There were still a few minutes to go before the 
second half started, so everyone used the chance 


to rehydrae 


The Woodleys were responsible for supplying 
the drinks for the first game, so we all helped 
ourselves to bottles of water from the cooler. 
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But T guess the Woodleys never cleaned out their 
some LEFTOVERS in there, too. 


There were even a half-filled bottle of ketchup and 
a full bottle of mustard in the cooler, but Yusef and. 
Ruby weren't too choosy about their refreshments. — 


T guess they figured theyd take every bit of fuel. 
GET. 


they could 
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Coach kept Yusef in for the whale ficst half, 
and he was so sweaty that he had +o wring out 
his jersey. But T wished he hadn't wrung it out 
into the COOLER, because there were still some 
bottles of water in there. 


speech by Coach Patel. But T guess those 
Scotland had something we DIDN'T, a 
re 


Things got so ovt of control in the fourth 
quarter that Coach Patel put me and +he rest of 
the bench in. But if he was hoping wed give our 
team a spark and turn things around, he must've 
been pretty disappointed. 


To be honest, T cant even remember what the 
final score was. All T. remember was that on 
different plays, and that T should've got more 
playing, time. 


The only thing Dad said was that if this was 
GOLF we wouldve won, because we had the lowest 
score. T guess were both trying to make me 
feel better, but it didn't really work. 
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Moms always saying how sports brings people 
NUFURUUE QU DIRUR THAN M HE 
about that. Because in my experience, sports just - 
tears us APART. 


The people in my town don't like the surrounding - 
towns because they always beat us in sports. But 
the town we hate the most is Slacksville, because — 
those guys always DESTROY us. 


born. And whenever an old-timer in my town 


RECKON I GOTTA GO 

INTO SLACKSVILLE 

TO. GET MY VACUUM 
CLEANER FIXED. 


My towns issues with Slacksville go a lot deeper 
ago, we were supposed to get a jewelry factory 
in our town, which wouldve brought in a lot of 
swooped in at the last minute and stole the 


illes got ALL the good stuff, 


These days, Slacksvilles 

like a mall and two golf courses. And all weve got 
Xo. show for ourselves is an abandoned drive-in 
movie theater and Marconis Sub Shop. 


So were always looking for ways to get back at 
those guys: And since we can + beat them in sports, 
we have to be CREATIVE. 
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Last year, the state was planning on putting 
big garbage dump in our town. But we made some 
changes to our zoning laws, so the state had 

to gut the dump in Slacksville instead. And Tve 
heard they're not oo HAPPY about it, cate 


ai 


bonfire in the park on the Fourth of July, and 


this year the people of Slacksville wanted to — 
donate the wood. 
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The timing was great, because our town was 


ovt of money for recreational stuff and couldnt — 
afford to do the bonfire this year anyway. — — 


So our mayor gave the plan the green light, and _ 
a few days later trucks started showing up from 

Slacksville with piles of lumber. And they even set 
i+ all up for FREE. 


But right before we lit the fire on the Fourth 
of July, our health inspector came by the town 
paek and anid the waad De Slacks was 
chemically treated, so we couldnt burn it because. 
ERA Rien sonra 


We 

The next our r called the mayor 

The et dp ng led the er 

sav P ME DL E 
knew the wood was full of 


TEE PARTE S St 


So now weve got a giant pile of rotting lumber 
tothe ailde ak ie tes, oaths atte d 


But their soccer season got cut short when a bunch 


agreed it was too dangerous for kids +o keep 
playing near it. 
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So T guess Slacksville has the last laugh, at least 


for now. 


The reason T'm bringing this stuff up is because 
today was our first away game, and of course it 
was in Slacksville. T got a queasy feeling when 
we drove past the sign, because T hadn't been 
there in YEARS. 


pa ELCOM ey 
SLACKSVILLE 


"Jewelrytown" 
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was WAY better than ours. The court looked 
brand new, and T didnt see a single iece of 
on the floor. PST 


The gym was packed before we got there, and 
people started booing during warm-ups. 


fen «E e 
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Only a few of our parents showed up +o cheer us 
because Mom said she needed to go with 

Dad to Manny's preschool play. 

But T kind of wonder if Mom bailed on me because 


she knew what was in store for our team in 
Slacksville. 


T was pretty anxious for the game to get started 
so T could take my spot at the end of the bench. 
But there were already people sitting in that spot, 
and there wasnt any room for ME. 


There was an empty space a few rows up in the 
stands, so when the game started, that's where T. 
went. But T. was afraid people were gonna notice 
: ille and give me a hard 
time. So whenever the crowd booed my team, I 
did, too. 


fates cecal prety sasta das bean qut 
Slacksville started the 


gane by hitting a deep three-pointer, and then 
the ball and hit ANOTHER one. And 


before long, they were ahead by twenty points. 


T thought that once they built vp a lead theyd 
start to take it easy on us. But T. guess everyone. 
in Slacksville is still sore over the garbage dump, 
because they never let up. 
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They started running a full-court press, which 
meant we couldnt even get the ball past half-court. 
ille kids were all OVER us. 

a es) 


hee 
Coach Patel 
Slacksville crowd. 


Every once in a while my team would get the 
ball inbounds, but then three or four Slacksville — 


their center was so big he actually made Yusef look 
SMALL. 


By halftime, the score was 52—O, and T was 
hoping the refs would use the mercy rule and end 


the game. But T guess they dont do that kind of 
TY ketbal 
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Coach Patel gave another speech, but this one 
wasn + about Scottish armies or anything like 
that. T+ was about PRIDE. 


He said that when we stepped onto the floor, 
we were representing our TOWN. "Then he said 
only thing that mattered now was how hard we 
FOUGHT. 


And that got everyone just as fired up as the 
speech in our first game. 


But a few kids on my team took Coach Patel 
too LITERALLY. Because when the second half 
started, our team was ready to fight for REAL. 
Yusef got things started by throwing an elbow, 
then Ruby Bird took down Slacksvilles center. — 


with each OT 


for some reason. 


RIFF 
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But the refs had BIGGER problems to deal 

with. Kevin Pomodoro's mother and one of the 
Slacksville moms started arguing in the stands, 
haymakers. 


pee : SSH 


The refs went into the bleachers to break it up, 
so T decided to make myself some room on the 
bench, because it was a lot SAFER there. 


But T wished T had stayed where T was, because 
when Ruby and Yusef got ejected for fighting, the 
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them a rest, and he put in his bench players, too. 


Coach Patel told our team to run one of the 
he taught us at practice. And believe it or not, 


Now the score was 52—2, and the Slacksville — — 


crowd was really a Ome because they thought 
they were gonna SKUNK 
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So the Slacksville coach put all his starters back in. 
the game. They reeled off twenty-three straight 
points, and it seemed like there was nothing we — 
could do to stop them. 


T didnt understand any of Coach Patels plays, so 
T just ran up and down the court and tried +o 
look tke bnew what T. was doing. But then Kevin 
get double—teamed, and he threw the ball +a ME. 


T didnt know WHAT T was 

just tried +o throw the ball to get RID of it. But 
a Slacksville player hacked me on the arm and the 
ref called a foul. 


The ref put me at the free throw line and gave 
the stuff Coach Patel taught us about shooting 
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T think fans should have to be QUIET when a 
player's trying to shoot a free throw, but when 


I tried to get them to be more respectful, it 
didn't work. M 


T totally whiffed my shot, and the crowd let me 
pe a ee Gees OER. 
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| Y 


CK 


Then the ref gave me the ball and told me to shoot 
AGAIN. T thought he was just being nice by giving 
me another try, but it tums out that when theres 
a shooting foul, you get TWO shots. 


T didnt want +o miss AGAIN, so T thought about 
shooting it backward +o at least have a CHANCE 
mad, and decided to try a granny shot, where you 


But when T airballed that one, even the 


After that, I was ready to go back +o my spot 
on the bench. So T subbed myself ovt of the 
game, which T found out later is not a 


thing a player is supposed to do. 


Slacksville kept running up the score, and before 
long it was 18—2. Then one of their players hit a 


So we started going CRAZY on the bench, and 


that really ticked off the Slacksville crowd. — 


move the ball up the court. But now our team was 
ing with PRIDE, and we locked it down on 
the defensive end. 
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Slacksville managed to get past us, and they 
hit a layup. So when the final buzzer went off, 
they had LAPPED us. 


when Mr. Mealy stopped at the Slacksville dump 
to get rid of an old mattress. We might not ever 
beat those guys in sports, but at least our town 
doesnt SMELL. 
[] 
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NOVEMBER 


T wish T could say that after Slacksville our team 
got better and we won a few games during the 
season, but that's not what 

things just got worse and worse as the season 
went oh. 


After the Slacksville game, Mr. Marconi from 
Marcas Sh, Ghviocalled. Coach Bude aldea 
he didnt want +o sponsor our team anymore. But 
by then it was too late to change our uniforms, so - 


we just used electrical tape to black out the logos. 


And that turned into a problem, because in our 
next game one of +he kids on the other team got 
electrical tape from Yusel's jersey stuck +o his face. 
Then when the kid's mom removed the tape, she 
pulled his eyebrow clean OFF. 


Whenever wed start +o fall behind in a game, Mom 


uidi lec Coach Pal becas Vache helota, 
HAVE. YOU TRIED PLAYING 


: ZONE DEFENSE? BECAUSE 
4 A MAYBE THAT WOULD HELP! 


Somewhere along the line, the other teams’ coaches 
started feeling SORRY for us, so 
their benchwarmers instead of their starters. But 


E. j 
LL 
ES M oS SS 


NEED e 
Ss 


pem 
the rec league that we were losing by too many 
points, and it wasnt good for our self-esteem. So 
the league made some rule changes to help keep 
things under control. 


The new rules said that if your team was ahead by 
twenty or more points, you had to pass five times 
before you took a shot. 


iA 


piden) a E a hice 


Peara saunded Thais pasas ad LOUD, 


Then teams started trying 4o keep their scores - 
down on their OWN. And tried_all sorts of 
things, like only dribbling with their left hands 
and even closing their eyes when they shot. 


But the scores were STILL lopsided, so halfway 
through the sensan the rs league dil toethng— 


the week after that they dropped us_down 
ANOTHER level. 
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to you by a bunch of elementary school kids +o 


BOUNCE 


T only made one basket the entire season, but it 


was on the wrong hoop. And T guess Coach Patel 


wanted me to have my moment, so he didnt even 


say anything when it happened. 


We were so when the season finally ended 
baths like they do when a team wins a championship. 
But T hope he taak a 

home, because that thing was full of SWEAT. 


After our last game, we had an end-of-season 
banquet at Marconis Sub Shop. And the only 
trasata Mrs Mabini g euer. dn hast i mu kacauss 


Coach Patel handed out awards, and every player 
+his 


got one. But since no one was any GOOD 
season, he had to get creative. 


This certificate d presented ZO 


Greg Heffle 


for trying to learn a new sport 


A Vhruv larel 2) 


f 
Ce E 
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After we had cake, Coach Patel gave a speech. 
He said that we might not have won any games, 
but he was proud of us for trying our hardest and 
never giving up. 


RET ee 

werent any future professional athletes on our team, 
there were a lot of OTHER exciting careers out 
there, like accounting and_web design and puppetry. 


T+ wasnt as inspiring as some of the other 
speeches he gave during the season, but T guess 


same way. But the one person who couldnt let it 
go was MOM. 
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Before Mr. Patel got in his car to leave, Mom told 
him about this state tournament for teams that 


wwe 


Turn that ae 
upside down in the 


Because there's a 
winner in everyone! 


UC ENNI DE TRE NI US 
because +the last thing T wanted was +o 
play more BASKETBALL. But luckily Mr. Patel 
felt the same way. 
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Mr. Patel told Mom that our team was hopeless at 
basketball and he wasnt willing to put us through 
ORE GP iS MAL Y ORUM 


A week later, Mom invited the whole team +o our 


RUE Un ANNE US s 
bnc 


other THING. 


Once. everyone. got +o our house, Mom said. she had 
an announcement to make. She said she was going 

+o enter us in the Second Chance Tournament and 
that SHE was gonna be our coach. 
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Then she said we were going to enter the 
tournament as a whole new team for a fresh start, 
and she started handing out uniforms. — 0 0—- 


—=—lec 


rife led EXPENSIVE. Ti gs had 


was written on the back. There was no sponsor 


this time, so Lm guessing Mom paid for these out 


of her own pocket. 


179 


On the front of each jersey was the picture of 
one of those sled dogs you see in Alaska. And 
Mom explained that our team was gonna be the 
HUSKIES, just like her middle-school basketball _ 
team. 


Tt was pretty obvious Mom was just trying to 
really care. Because like T said, those uniforms 
were NICE. 


Mom said that this time around we were gonna be 
WINNERS. And that sounded a whole lot better 
than being accountants and puppeteers. — 0 
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The big tournament is less than a week away, so 
our team doesnt have a ton of time to prepare. 
DON'T. 


Moms coaching is completely different from 
Mr. Patel. m of working on our basketball. 
skills, we did a bunch of touchy-feely team-building 


exercises. 


T don't see how that stuff is gonna help us win 
aygas 


(OK, ALL TOGETHER NOW! 
“PVE GOT- YOUR BACK!” 


= 


One of the exercises was supposed to help us get to 
know each other better. We stood in a circle, and 

when threw the ball 4o another ' had 
ucc EO 
was my turn to throw the ball, T. said that T. liked. 


But when Edward Mealy got the ball, he fi 
BET ICR OE: 
is really strict and how she doesn’t like his pet 
turtle that he got for his birthday. 


Tn fact, he went on for so long that Mom had +o 
take the ball from him and hand it +o someone else. 


After that, we played some actual basketball. Mom. 
tried teaching us a few plays that her team used 
were having trouble getting the hang of things. 


T didnt think the fact that we were terrible was 
such a BAD thing. T ve seen a bunch of those 
they pull together and win in the end. And Tve 
been wondering if WE could do that. 


But the players who are on those teams never 
telling the story. So T Ve been thinking that if we 
turn into one of those teams that inspires a movie, 
IM gonna be the one to cash in. 


183 


So before practice tonight T. put together a 
permission form and got my teammates to sign it. 


I hereby authorize 
Greg Het " i : 
a film or television series and any subsequent 


-sequels, throughout the universe andin ~~~ 
- perpetuity. 


SIGN HERE 


The only person who gave me an issue about it was 
Yusef, who said hed have +o ask his parents before 
he could sign the form. But after T promised to 
give him my lunch snacks for the next three days, 
he was on board, too. 


SCRIBBLE 
SCRIBBLE 
Y 
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All we need to do NOW is win this tournament so 
T can sell the rights +o one of those studios that 
the poster in my head. 


The Second Chance 

the state. T guess my teammates’ parents were 
burned ovt on basketball, because none of them 
wanted +o make the drive. 


So yesterday Mom rented a big van to get the 
ipu eae M T ee 
chance wed play for two days, so everyone had +o 


“> WROOM <>> 


Some kids packed WAY +too much for one night. 


Yusef brought two loaves of bread and a bunch of — 
supplies : for sandwiches, plus a backpack filled with. 
chocolate-covered raisins. 
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computer monitor so we could all play games in the 
van. But T guess it was too much for the vehicles 
electrical system +o handle, because we had +o 
overloaded. 


REPAIRS 
WHILE-U-WAIT. 


Ca oy METRE UNI RE 


to use the restroom after eating half of the 
chocolate-covered raisins all by himself. And even — 
though we left +wo hours earlier than we needed 
to, we barely made it to the tournament on time. 


T thought it 


would be held at a college campus or a convention 


center or something. 
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But T. guess thats just the way it is when your 
team is one of the worst in the state. 


x 
See 


When Mom went to the desk 4o register, she got 
some bad news. There was already a team called 

the Huskies in the tournament, so she had +o come 
up with ANOTHER name. And T guess Mom was 


down he first name that popped into her head. 


QURNAMENT ——| 
REGISTRATION FORM T 


Team name: “Wimtor Doge 


But when T saw the names of some of the 


OTHER teams we were competing against, D — 
didnt feel so bad about ours. 


Yellow Bellies Artichokers 


The games were being held in a big open area that 


was open. There was a sigh with a list of rules 


written on it, and Tm not sure if it was for US 
or for the prisoners. 


- | MESS HALL RULES = 
—— ee 


Hopie « 


"E Rg ye 
dene xg Oa 


/ / 778 49 Ni A 
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wasnt any room for fans to watch the games. 
But that was OK, because it i 
ELSE'S parents had come +o this thing, either. 


Our opponents were already warming up on Court 
relieved that we were playing the Mathlete 
All-Stars in round one. 
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But T shouldn't have i 


Their team was lousy on defense, so we scored a 
their OFFENSE, and at the final buzzer the 
score was 37—30, Mathlete All-Stars. 


P AO p 


Lo 


Me and my teammates 
get a win, and we blew it. Plus, we felt a little 
But then Mom told us something that was 


shocking. She said that in the Second Chance 
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Well, that changed EVERYTHING. T+ meant 
gota victory. And now it made sense they 
decided to hold this tournament in a P 


Mom checked the results for the first-round games 
to see who we were facing next. The name of the 
team was the Brawlers, which sounded a little more 
intimidating than the Mathletes. 


But then Mom got the scoop. The Brawlers was a 
team made up of all the kids in the state who got 
thrown out of games for FIGHTING, so T guess 
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T was glad Mom didn't put me in the starting 
lineup, because the game was a fight from start 
to finish. Right after the tip-off, one of the 
Brawlers clotheslined Kevin. So Ruby Bird jumped on. 
that kids BACK, and then EVERYONE. joined in.. 


T dont think +the refs wanted to get in the middle 
of a fight, so they just let it go. And Tm pretty 


Since there wasnt a lot of actual basketball being - 


played, it was a low-scoring contest. But the 
Brawlers edged us ovt in the end, and the final 


score was 6—5. 


Our team was pre gassed from playing two 
Mud e ETR 
to face a team called the Stage Whisperers in the 
third round, and they looked tired, too. 
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T couldnt figure ovt what the deal with these 
guys was until we started playing. They must've 
been a part of the theater group at their school, 
because they were all great ACTORS. 


in the first quarter. 


" d 
Their team scored almost all o£ their points from the 
free throw line, and we ended up losing that one 

33—17. And if we had to play another game after 
that, T dont think we could've actually done it. 
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Luckily the next round wasnt until the morning, so 
we went to a hotel a few mi 

looking forward +o getting a good nights sleep. 
But T guess Mom didn't think we'd still be playing 
this late in the tournament, so she hadn't booked 
our rooms ahead of time. And by then there were 
only two left in the hotel. 


So Mom booked one room for her and Ruby, and 
one for the REST of us. T. dont know what it 


was like to share a room with Ruby, but T can 


From the way my teammates were acting, T doubt. 
before. And T actually thought about calling 
security on them a bunch of times. 


But T DIDN'T, and that was a big mistake. —— 
Because one of them started an ice cube fight and 
hit a sprinkler in the ceiling. 


T+ turns ovt that when the sprinklers go off, i 
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So we spent the next two hours outside in the 
freezing cold, along with everyone ELSE who was 

ing at the hotel, while the fire department 
reset the alarms. 


in the morning, Mam was pretty annayed with 


us, but she seemed focused on the day ahead. 


During breakfast, Mom said we were heading into 
the Final Four, and that we all needed to play as 
a team to pull out a wih today. 
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Then she told everyone about how it felt to 
ver last game, and that she sometimes 
wonders if she adde done anything DIFFERENT 
UC DT SERRE CPS PME 
US +o have any regrets, so we needed +o leave 


everything on the floor today. 


a) NS) Oi CR 
m m Oy S OE wy » 


Tit vas a goad speech and all, but the difference — 
between Moms team and our team was that her 

team was trying to prove they were the BEST, and. 
we were just trying not to be the WORST. So the. 
truth is, we didnt really need the extra motivation._ 


morning, when we showed up at the 
tournament, nobody knew who we were. But 
after setting off the fire alarm last night, 
EVERYONE did. 
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Tn the third quarter, Mom had to take R 
out of the game to give her a rest. But Tr: 
wished she hadn't put ME in to take her place, 
because it was like throwing raw meat to a bunch 


of WOLVES. 


T don't even remember what the final score was. 
home. 


STATE PEN 


eee Sea ns 
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T have no idea how the Banshees lasted so long in 
the tournament without a win, because those girls 
were TOUGH. But when T saw the two teams 
who were still fighting for the chance to go 
home, T could see why those guys were still here. 


The two teams left were the original Huskies 
and the Funky Dunkers. And they both looked 
equally terrible to ME, so it was anyone's game 


But the Funky Dunkers only had five players 


with no subs. So even though they put up a good. 
fight, they ran out of gas at the end. And 
that meant they had to face us in the FINALS. 


203 


T should've figured this out a lot sooner, but 


EVERYONE in this tournament couldnt go home 


a winner. And whoever lost the last game would 
know for sure that they were the worst team in 


the state. 


So we all wanted to win the last game, but nobody 


wanted it more than MOM. And before we 
started, she went over the game plan and made 


some last-minute changes +o the lineup. 


that point, almost ever had left the 


Preet was wearing some sort of boot, so T. guess 


that meant he didn't need crutches anymore. 
they came to support us. 

But Mom said we didnt need cheerleaders, we — — 
needed PLAYERS. Then she asked Preet if he'd 

be willing +o play in his boot. And T. guess Preet 


Luckily, Mom had a spare jersey in her bao, and 
she gave it to Preet to suit up. Then she put him 
in the starting lineup and told us she was making 


one more change to the playbook. ~ — 
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Mom threw out all of our plays and replaced them 
with just one, which was called “Get the Ball +o 


Preet.” And ever was because we fi 
la ply ae od UNDERSTAND ii 


The ref blew the whistle to start the game, and 
we won the opening tip-off. Yusef passed the ball 


to Preet, who was better on ONE leg than the 


The only problem was that he couldn't RUN. And. 
every time he scored, the Funky Dunkers got an 
easy basket at the other end of the floor. 
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Just before halftime, something really AWFUL 
happened. A bunch of kids on the other team 


were tryi to stop Preet from 


But now the Funky Dunkers were down to four 

The head ref said that since the Funky 
Dunkers didnt have a full team, they were gonna 
have to FORFEIT. And T think their coach was 
totally fine with that. 


But Mom WASN'T. She said if we were gonna 
win, she wanted us to do it fair and square. So 
she said shed send one of OUR players +o the 
en? N 


ff. 


T guess the other coach figured he had nothing 
to lose, so he agreed. Then he said hed take 
PREET. But the head ref said MOM should be 
the one to decide which player to send to the 
other team. And after thinking it over for a 
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To be honest, T was kind of shocked, because 


T never expected to get traded by my own 
MOTHER. But as T. walked toward the other 


YOU'RE MY 
SECRET WEAPON! 


Well, now T. was TOTALLY confused. T wanted — 
our team +o win this game just as much as Mom 
did, but T didnt think shed want me to CHEAT. 
T was willing +o do whatever it took, though, 
including putting on someone. elses UNIFORM. 
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When the second half started, T got ovt on the 
floor and acted like T. was trying my hardest. — 
But T guess my new teammates didnt trust me, 
ee I RAN 


After a EER i 


to stay out of everyone's way. And that was 
actually a great spot to watch the game, which 
was starting to get really GOOD. 


Every time Preet would hit some crazy shot, 
somebody on the Funky Dunkers would score at the 
other end. T+ went back and forth like that for 
The sai second half, and T was so caught ‘eZ 
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So when Preet missed a three-pointer and the ball 


bounced off the rim, T. was shocked when it came 


WHAT. But T. couldn't really do anything anyway, 
OPE an Aa OCR a a 
all OVER me. 


The clock was ticking down, and the Fi 
Dunkers were behind by two. So T looked over at 
the bench to see what Mom wanted me to do, but 


£4 — — (i 
mr Í 


oe ee el he E 
was some sort of “secret weapon.” Lt was because 
T STUNK, and she knew Td blow it for the 
other team. 


But by then T honestly didn’t CARE. T just 
= to get rid of the ball +o give myself 
little space. 
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When T launched it, everybody just FROZE, and 
it felt like time stood still. And all anybody could 
do was watch as the ball flew through the air. 


15 


at 


My shot was good for three points, which put the 
buzzer went off, my hew 


T finally got to see how it felt +o be the HERO 


everybody's always making a big deal about sports, 


o o 
HOP HOP 
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Tn fact, T was thinking that this would make a 
signatures from my new teammates, 


T gotta say, Mom was right about sports bringing 
people together. After the gane, me and the gos 
went out for ice cream. And we were having so 
much fun that we decided to have SECONDS. 


We were even talking about getting the team 


year. And even though that could be fun, T think 
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